
COMMONWEALTH OF MASSACHUSETTS 
 

CITY OF LOWELL 
 

In City Council 
 

ORDINANCE 
 

An Ordinance Amending the Code of Ordinances City of Lowell, Massachusetts, with respect to 
Chapter 272, Article VI §272-87 entitled "Annual Sewer Use Charge". 
 

-------------------- 
 
It is necessary to amend §272-87 entitled "Annual Sewer Use Charge" with respect to fees. 
 
BE IT ORDAINED BY THE CITY COUNCIL OF THE CITY OF LOWELL, as follows: 
 
"The Code of Ordinances of the City of Lowell, Massachusetts", adopted by the City Council on 
December 23, 2008, as amended, is hereby further amended, with respect to Chapter 272 entitled 
"Water and Sewers", as follows: 
 
§272-87. Annual Sewer Use Charge is hereby amended as follows: 
 
By deleting the rate schedule listed and substituting the following rates, effective July 1, 2023: 
 

Number of hundred cubic feet of Rate per hundred cubic  
wastewater discharge per quarter feet per quarter 

First 50 (base rate) 5.64 
51 – 100 6.02 
101 – 200 6.11 
201 – 500 6.21 
Over 500 6.30 

 
Minimum wastewater charge equal to rate charged for 1400 cubic feet based on above rate schedule.  
 
All provisions of the Code of the City of Lowell, as amended, which are consistent with this Ordinance 
shall continue in effect but all provisions of said Code inconsistent herewith are repealed.  
 
This Ordinance shall take effect upon its passage in accordance with the provisions of Chapter 43 of 
the General Laws of the Commonwealth of Massachusetts, as amended, but as specified herein, the 
rate provisions become effective, retroactive, to July 1, 2023.  
 

APPROVED AS TO FORM:  
 
 
Corey Williams  
City Solicitor  

Ordinance/SEWER-WATER/FY24 



 

 

Office of the City Manager 
City Hall • 375 Merrimack Street • Lowell, MA 01852 

P: 978.674.4400 • F: 978.970.4007 
www.LowellMA.gov 

 
Conor Baldwin 

Chief Financial Officer 

 

Austin Ball 
Deputy CFO 

 

 
 
 

 
 
MEMORANDUM 
 
TO:  Thomas A. Golden, Jr., City Manager 

FROM: Conor Baldwin, Chief Financial Officer  
 
CC:  Mark Young, Executive Director Wastewater 
  
DATE: June 6, 2023 
 
SUBJECT: FY24 Enterprise Fund Rates and Forecast – Water Rate Recommendation 

 
 
During the final preparations for the FY2024 operating budgets for the general fund and the city’s  
three enterprise funds (water, sewer, and parking); the finance department updated the existing 
forecast models to incorporate oncoming debt service and other rising fixed costs. This annual  
process is an important component of the city’s financial plan and helps assess the short and 
medium term fiscal health of each fund. Over the course of the past year, the finance department 
has worked with the management team at the water and sewer departments and with outside 
engineering and CPA firms to fine tune the cost projections associated with the $45 million and 
$67 million loan orders approved by the City Council in June of 2019 for water and sewer capital 
improvements, respectively.  
 
Water & Sewer Enterprise Funds – Background 
 
Based on the most recent certification by the Department of Revenue (“DOR”), the retained 
earnings for the water enterprise is approximately $2.7 million and the retained earnings for the 
wastewater enterprise is $2.2 million. An undesignated fund balance equal to 10% or greater of 
the annual revenue for the fund is a best practice according to the Government Finance Officers 
Association (“GFOA”). The accumulated balances in both funds will quickly deteriorate, though, 
after the additional debt service associated with utility infrastructure capital improvement plan 
(“CIP”) comes online. 
 
Previously, in the water fund, the fund balance had been able to sustain the expenses based largely 
on increased revenue from the installation of more accurate meter reading equipment. A further 
benefit to the fund in the past has been revenue from the sale of solar renewable energy credits 
(SREC), which has provided an additional revenue stream other than local usage. In the sewer 
fund, a renegotiated revenue pact with surrounding towns whose wastewater is treated by Lowell 
has helped mitigate the impact on local users. However, in both funds an immediate increase, is 
necessary to sustain the level of retained earnings and prevent the necessity of a larger year-to-
year increase when the city permanently finances the capital repairs from phase 3 of the CIP. 
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The city must be fiscally prudent when looking to the future by taking proactive fiscal measures 
to avoid the need to drastically raise rates in any one single year. A series of incremental increases 
to the water and sewer rates will aid in mitigating the impact to local ratepayers. By employing 
this method, each fund can gradually build-up the revenue capacity to absorb the full debt service 
costs for the capital improvements. According to the most recent Tighe & Bond survey, which 
compiles water rates and average annual costs for all communities in Massachusetts; the City of 
Lowell has among the lowest water and sewer rates in the Commonwealth. The City has been able 
to take advantage of low-interest financing through the Massachusetts Clean Water Trust 
(“MCWT”) and will continue to the work with the State Treasurer’s Office to take advantage of 
loan forgiveness programs for projects, both clean water and drinking water, financed through the 
Trust. 
 
Sewer Rate – Analysis & Recommendation  
 
Enclosed is an analysis of the sewer enterprise fund’s historic budgetary performance and the five-
year financial forecast. According to the baseline analysis, without any rate increase in the water  
enterprise, the fund will become insolvent after FY2024, depending on annual budgetary 
performance. If this were to happen, annual operating deficit would need to be raised on the 
subsequent year’s tax rate, according to the rules established by the DOR. 
 
The recommendation to increase revenues necessary to fund operations and build capacity for  
oncoming capital debt service is also enclosed. I have sent the necessary documentation to the law 
department to prepare an amendment to the Ordinance which governs Lowell’s sewer fees for a 
proposal to the City Council to accompany the FY2024 budget. Please see the attached revenue 
analysis for further detail. 
 
Please let me know if you have further questions. 
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June 6th, 2023 
 
Mayor Sokhary Chau 

And 
Members of the Lowell City Council 
 
 
Dear Mayor Chau and Members of the Lowell City Council, 
 
In 2019, the City Council approved a $67 million loan authorization financed by the sewer 
enterprise fund in order to fund various capital expenses included in phase 3 of the sewer long 
term capital plan. These improvements were critical to ensure the resiliency of the city’s sewer  
and drainage infrastructure. Clean water is an important component of public health which has— 
since the onset of COVID-19 become ever more important.  
 
The COVID-19 pandemic has taken on some distressing patterns: minority communities in  
Gateway communities like Lowell were infected at a disproportionately high rate and hotspots of  
infections in some of the country’s older cities, like Lowell. Underpinning these patterns is a  
drinking water and clean water (i.e. “wastewater”) infrastructure system in the United States that  
is outdated, unequal, and inadequate for ensuring public health.  
 
Thanks in large part to the renegotiation of the city’s inter-municipal agreements with the  
surrounding towns whose water is treated at the Lowell Regional Wastewater Treatment Plant,  
the enterprise fund for sewer has performed well over the last few years but has begun to plateau. 
Revenues have increased due to a better accounting of usage and allocation of debt service costs 
associated with the treatment system to the towns. While the fund continues to have positive 
annual budgetary results; the additional debt service associated with phase 2 construction, which 
mostly financed sewer separation work will quickly deteriorate the accumulated retained 
earnings in the fund. To mitigate this impact, the city continues to work with the Massachusetts 
Clean Water Trust (“MCWT”) to pursue low-interest financing on eligible water projects.  
 
The proposed amendment is modest and, the timing is such that the additional debt  
service can be incorporated over time without over burdening the users. The true purpose of  
enterprise accounting is such that the users pay for the costs of the service in a way that is  
proportional to their usage. This method is far more fair and equitable than the alternative: for  
the cost of the water operation to be borne by all taxpayers uniformly. By employing enterprise  
fund accounting, the rates are set commensurate with the operation and the city can be sure that  
entities which pay for utilities like water and sewer, but are exempt from taxes under state law  
are paying their fair share  
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Attached please find a vote to amend the sewer rate for FY24. The change in rate is detailed in 
the table below: 
 
  

Number of Hundred Cubic Feet 
Per Quarter 

Current Rate Per Hundred 
Cubic Feet Per Quarter 

New Rate Per Hundred Cubic 
Feet Per Quarter 

0 – 50 (min. 14 hcf) 5.087 5.69 
51-100 5.371 6.02 

101-200 5.455 6.11 
201-500 5.546 6.21 
Over 500 5.628 6.30 

 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Thomas A. Golden, Jr. 
City Manager 
 
Cc: Conor Baldwin, Chief Financial Officer 
 Mark Young, Executive Director Wastewater Department 
 


